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The leopard cub pounced on a fallen leaf and rolled onto its back.

“Oh, isn’t he cute!” Summer Hammond squealed as the cub wrestled with the leaf and yowled at the people watching from outside his enclosure at Honeyvale Zoo. “I wish I could cuddle him,” Summer said longingly as she turned to her two best friends, Ellie Macdonald and Jasmine Smith.

“Just like you wanted to cuddle the wombat we saw, and the chipmunks and the baby elephant,” laughed Jasmine.

“I think you’d even cuddle a stick insect if you could, Summer!” teased Ellie.

Summer grinned. “Yep, but the leopard cub is definitely my favourite.” She looked at the cub, who was now wobbling his way along a branch. “I’m so glad your mum and grandma decided to take us to the zoo today, Jasmine.”
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“Me too.” Ellie grinned. It was a bright, crisp autumn day, perfect for visiting the zoo! “There are so many amazing animals and birds here. I like the parrots best,” she added, thinking of the brightly-coloured birds they’d seen swooping round a big aviary earlier. “They were such beautiful colours. I’d love to paint them.”

“I like the orang-utans,” said Jasmine. She jumped up and down, her dark hair bouncing on her shoulders. “OO-OO-OO! I’d like to be like an orang-utan and make lots of noise!”

“You already do!” grinned Ellie

Jasmine giggled.

“Where should we go next?” Summer asked.

“There’s a map over there,” Jasmine pointed out. They all ran over to a big board showing a map of the whole zoo. It was covered with colourful pictures of the elephant, zebra and giraffe enclosures, the penguin pool, the monkey cages and the houses where the snakes, bats and insects lived.

“This reminds me of another map,” Jasmine said. She dropped her voice to a whisper. “The map of the Secret Kingdom!”

The girls exchanged smiles. They shared an incredible secret. Ever since they’d found a magical box at their school jumble sale, they’d been on lots of amazing adventures in an enchanted land called the Secret Kingdom.

“I wonder when we’ll get another message from the Secret Kingdom,” said Summer.

“I bet it won’t be long,” replied Jasmine. “Not with four fairytale baddies still on the loose!”

Evil Queen Malice was always trying to cause problems in the kingdom because she wanted to rule instead of her brother, the kindly King Merry. Her latest wicked plan had been to release six baddies from a book of fairytales into the kingdom. She hoped that they would cause so much trouble that the people would beg her to rule just to make them stop. So far the girls had managed to put a giant and a wicked witch back into the book but there were still four more scary fairytale characters to find.

“I wonder who we’ll have to stop next,” said Ellie.

“And how fierce they’ll be,” added Summer, playing nervously with the end of one of her long blonde pigtails. The giant and witch had both been horrible!

“We’d better be ready to go at any time,” said Jasmine. “Maybe we should check the Magic Box. It might have a message for us.”

Summer took her bag off her back. She had brought the box with her just in case their friends in the Secret Kingdom tried to send them a message. But just as she started to open the top of her bag, she heard Mrs Smith, Jasmine’s mum, calling to them.

“Yoo-hoo, girls! Over here!” Jasmine’s mum was coming out of the nearby café where she had been having a cup of tea with Jasmine’s grandma.

“We’ll look at the box later,” Jasmine whispered.
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“Shall we go and see the penguins now?” suggested Mrs Smith.

The girls nodded eagerly. They all loved the penguins with their funny waddling walks and their twinkly black eyes. They set off with Jasmine’s mum and grandma. As they neared the penguin pool, Summer hung back a little. She wanted to check the Magic Box just in case there was a message from their friends.
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She opened the top of her bag excitedly, just in time to see a spark of light flash across the mirror, followed by another and another. Suddenly the mirror glowed with a bright light!

Summer gave a squeak of surprise and hastily shut the bag so no one could see. She had to tell the others!

She rushed over to where Jasmine and Ellie were staring down into the penguin pool. Mrs Smith was looking at the information board to see what time the penguins were being fed and Jasmine’s grandma was chatting to another family who were also watching the penguins.

“Jasmine! Ellie!” Summer whispered. “The Magic Box is glowing!”

“Oh, wow!” Ellie hissed. “Is there a message?”

“I didn’t see. I couldn’t look for long.”

Jasmine glanced round. “Let’s go over there where it’s quiet.”

She led the way over to another sign. It was big enough for them to stand behind without being seen. The girls ducked behind it and Summer opened her bag again. Sparkling light spilled out. Excitement rushed through the girls as they saw words forming in the mirrored lid. It was the riddle that would whisk them away! They were having a great time at the zoo, but going to the Secret Kingdom would be even better!
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